IN THE QARA MOUNTAINS

'Older/ he rejoined. 'She has had four husbands and
I'm the fifth, and she has never borne a child yet/

'Then there is no medicine probably/ I said.

'She is as a bint (virgin) still!' he returned.

'All the better!' said the youth unhelpfully, amid more
tittering.

As the party broke up the old man remained behind,
and I saw that he was not despairing.

'I want a writing1 from you!' he said.

'What for?'

'A woman who is not yielding to her husband.'

'I don't hold with writings for that/ I said, by way of
escaping an impossible request.

'But do you understand what I mean?' he returned.

'Yes, perfectly/ and I repeated his story.

'But she is my wife. I would like a letter from the
Sultan ordering her to surrender herself.'

'That, I fear, is impossible. Take your case to the Wali.'

He clicked his tongue, which is the mountain negative,
then put it into words:

'Lob! Lob!' he said. 'It would be shameful for me;
promise you will not tell.'

'I promise/ said I, and the old man trudged back, I
suppose, to his two unsatisfactory women.

The Qara Shaikh was slaughtering a cow the next day
in my honour - let the unwary Arabian traveller be warned
that this is the most expensive way of buying one - and a

1 A script worn as a charm is invested with magic virtues. The credulous
have no particular concern whether or not it be from Holy Writ, although
it is often a verse from the Qur'an, as the scribe knows no other. Venerated
Saiyids do very good business, particularly just before the exodus to the
mountains, by vending such. A dollar script will protect against the Evil
Eye$ two dollars for an ailing cow; and more as the price of general immunity.
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